ABSTRACT
The role of efficient human force in accomplishing the goals of an organization is obvious and undeniable and there is no doubt that the national wealth of a country or in other words, its human capital appears as skills, organizations, and motivation. In order to apply the human force as much as possible, managers should identify the motivational factors that can motivate the human force and attempt to align it with the goals of the organization.
Theoretical Foundations
Nowadays, the previous methods of human resource management are challenged and the ground for modern attitudes in human resources is prepared. This has led to further attention to use the human resources properly. The skilled and able human force is one of the most important factors of the dynamism of societies and organizations. Therefore, organizations are obliged to provide, retain, and manage efficient human resources to develop their tasks. Smart managers are aware that if they invest in developing and enhancing human force, they will guarantee the success, efficiency, and competitive advantage of their organization. The most effective way to gain competitive advantage in the current situation regarding the modern attitudes is to empower human resources of the organizations (Mohammadi, 2009 ). Since empowerment is one of the attitudes that has led to positive and various revolutions in employees' working, in today's uncertain conditions, the organization has no choice but to use its human force appropriately. The only way to keep a balance of the organization is to empowering the employees (Miri & Sabzikaran, 2011) . In fact, empowerment as a tool aligns individual goals with organizational goals and develops human's potential capacities and as a concept provides the benefits of the organization and gives the employees a sense of ownership and pride. Empowerment includes various types such as physical, mental, social, spiritual, environmental, educational, occupational, etc. The most important type is the psychological empowerment.
In fact, psychological empowerment as a modern internal motivational approach refers to releasing people's inner forces and power and creating opportunities to nurture employees' talents, abilities, and competencies. Furthermore, psychological empowerment develops a positive attitude towards the career and organization. It also trains motivated and able managers to allow the organization to show sensible reactions to the dynamism of the competitive environment (Navehebrahim & Abdollahi, 2007) . The empowerment has necessitated broad environmental changes and flexibility of organizations in order to ensure their survival and giving employees freedom of action. This is one of the fundamental strategies to increase productivity as well as rapid adaptability and ensure the survival of today's organizations.
Psychological empowerment has gained considerable importance (Goudarzi & Gominian, 2002) . Psychological empowerment includes five cognitive elements: meaningfulness, selfefficacy, autonomy, effectiveness, and trust (Thomas & Velthouse, 1990) . One of the other factors that affect the brand equity of a product or service is the psychological empowerment of human resources by relying on the growth of their related dimensions in such a way that employees discover their inner potential talents in a desirable work environment and under organizational supports, and improve internal motivation in order to align their personal goals with organizational goals and create an ideal mental image of the organization's brand.
Brand is one of the intangible assets of any company that holds the highest value. Today, brand is the main capital of most businesses whose record is publicly endowed with value. For decades, the values of organizations were measured according to the estates, equipment, factories, and tangible assets. However, it has been concluded that the real value of an organization lies in potential and actual customers' minds. Brand equity refers to the features and reputations of a brand that can increase or decrease the value added by the product for customers and organizations (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2009) . When a product is branded, it is considered more valuable than before; this value refers to brand equity (Keller, 1993) . When the brand equity of a product is high enough, target buyers react positively to that product, for example, they pay more, buy it repeatedly, exhibit entertaining behavior, etc. (Keller, 2008) . This may also lead to higher income, lower costs, and higher profit and have a direct effect on the ability of the organization to make right decisions about increasing the prices of products, effectiveness of marketing communications, and success in commercial development. Therefore, by strengthening the brand, the competitive position and financial performance of a company will be enhanced. Note that the importance of brand equity is not limited to what has been said before and it can be applied to managers' future planning and decisions. However, psychologically, spiritually, and socially empowered employees are also required. Today, brand management is a concern for the managers and decision-makers of organizations and companies. According to the studies on this subject, brand can affect the performance, profitability, business value, cost reduction, unreliability, etc. Today, in most developed countries, brand is considered as one of the principal organizational capitals, thus brand management holds an important managerial position in the structure of today's organizations. Brand management is a useful tool in marketing managers' hands in order to formulate marketing strategies and plans. Brand equity is one of the most important concepts of influencer marketing that helps the organization to identify its competitive position. In recent years, brand equity has drawn attention (Van Osselaer & Alba, 2000; Yoo, Donthu & Lee, 2000) . Brand equity is of great importance due to its qualitative content when the customer processes the information of a particular product (Krishnan & Hartline, 2001) .
Since Iran is a developing country, studies on marketing and brand can develop the industry and business because in today's competitive world, brands are selling. Marketing managers in Iran should consider that quality and services which are as important as brand and trademark and they are effective in competitive advantage and customers' loyalty. In this regard, all the organizations in Iran especially important educational centers such as Islamic Azad University, Bandar Abbas branch are required to create powerful brand equity in order to increase market share, develop future plans, and keep eager-to-learn students as loyal customers and increase them so that they can use them as sustainable competitive advantage against their rivals. Therefore, the present study attempts to investigate the effect of psychological empowerment on brand equity in Islamic Azad University, Bandar Abbas branch.
Hypotheses
The primary hypothesis of this study expresses that psychological empowerment has a positive and significant effect on brand equity of Islamic Azad University, Bandar Abbas branch. In five other hypotheses (secondary hypotheses), the effect of the components of psychological empowerment (i.e., merit, meaningfulness, autonomy, effectiveness, and trust) on brand equity of Islamic Azad University, Bandar Abbas branch will be measured.
Conceptual Framework
The conceptual model of a research is a basis that the whole research is based upon (Hafeznia, 2013) . After studying the previous models (Bowen & Lawler, 1992; Hayes & Ninemeier, 2008; Laverack, 2006; McLagan & Nel, 1992; Noller, 1991; Robbins, Crino & Fredendall, 2002) and according to the literature on empowerment, all its factors (including merit, meaningfulness, autonomy, effectiveness, and trust) were considered independent variables and brand equity was considered dependent variable ( Figure 1) . 
Method
The present study is survey-correlational. Since it attempts to solve a particular problem in the society, it is applicable in terms of its aim. The unit of analysis in this research is person. The statistical population of this study includes two independent groups. The first group is the professors and the staff by which the psychological empowerment of university employees as an internal effective factor to increase brand equity is measured. Therefore, this group includes 412 members of Islamic Azad University, Bandar Abbas branch such as all the faculty members as the teaching personnel (line) and the employees of different sections such as finance, services, education, etc. (staff). The second group includes 16391 people which considers the students of the university as an external factor and believes that the enhancement of brand equity is based on the attitude of educational service customers.
Random stratified sampling was the most appropriate sampling method for the first group. In random stratified sampling, the people of population are categorized into different groups according to their characteristics within the group and samples are selected proportionally. The groups of first statistical population were homogeneous and categorized into two subgroups of staff (all the employees of different sections such as finance, services, education, research, administration, etc.) and line (all the faculty members as the teaching personnel, adjunct professors, and visiting professors). Table 1 presents the share ratio of first statistical population sub-categories. Table 2 shows the share ratio of second statistical population subcategories. Determining the sample size is of great importance because the results are generalized to the population. Therefore, the questionnaire is distributed among all the categories of the population proportionally. The sample size of both statistical populations has been calculated using Cochran's Formula as the following:
The sample size of first population:
The sample size of second population:
The Confirmative Factor Analysis of Variables
In inferential analysis, before testing the hypotheses, we must test the validity of structure using confirmative factor analysis test. In goodness of fit test in confirmative analysis and path, the index of RMSEA or root mean square error of approximation is less than 8 percent, the index of is less than 3 percent and (GFH, CFL, IFI, NNFI) is more than 90 percent.
If the t-value of significance coefficients for each variable is more than 1.96 and less than −1.96, the model has a strong fit. Since the output of software is unchanged in this part, the abbreviations of observed and latent variables are presented in Table 3 . Tables 4 and 5 indicate the measurement model of psychological empowerment dimensions at standard and significance level. As presented in these tables, the membership of all the studied factors has been confirmed. The Measurement Model of Brand Equity Tables 6 and 7 indicate the measurement model of brand equity at standard and significance level. As shown in these tables, the membership of all the studied factors has been confirmed. 
The Measurement Model of Psychological Empowerment

Hypotheses Test Using Structured Linear Relationships
After determining the measurement models to evaluate the conceptual model, examining the existence of causal relationship between the variables, and investigating the proportion of observed data to the conceptual model, research hypotheses were tested using structural equations model. The results of hypotheses test are illustrated in Figure 2 and 3. Table 8 shows the goodness of fit indices of conceptual model. 
Results
In order to investigate the causal relationship between dependent and independent variables and confirm the whole model, path analysis has been applied. In this research, path analysis has been conducted using LISREL 8.5. The results of LISREL outputs indicated that is less than 3 and according to other goodness of fit indices, the model has a strong fit. Table 9 indicates the significance coefficient and the results of hypotheses. In the primary hypothesis, it was claimed that psychological empowerment has a positive and significant effect on brand equity. As shown in Table 9 , the significance value between these two variables is equal to 10.54 and since this value is greater than 1.96, this hypothesis is confirmed. Furthermore, since the significance value is positive, this effect is direct. 
Conclusion
Academics and marketing professionals have considered brand equity as a chance to create competitive advantages and future scientific flows and develop multilateral cooperation in the light of a knowledge environment. According to Aaker (2000) , brand loyalty is the result of brand equity. The competitive advantage of institutions and companies with high brand equity includes opportunities for successful generalizations, flexibility in resisting rivals' increasing pressures, and putting obstacles in the way of rivals. High brand equity causes the receiver of educational services to believe the advertisements in all probability. Moreover, brand equity reduces the negative effects of choosing unattractive educational services and limits negative deductions after price rise. Generally, brand equity increases the value for students, helps to create competitive situations, encourages consumers in advertisements and promotions, and accelerates the influence in the market.
Islamic Azad University, Bandar Abbas branch as a large educational and research center in Hormozgan Province can take a major step in creating social value of the university by discovering its internal capacities and considering the mental aspects of human resources in order to involve them in decision-making and develop a creativity-based atmosphere and intellectual interaction. The results of social value created by the students are to develop the university scientifically and give it mental value that can brand the university as a wellknown scientific center and increase its intangible assets.
According to the primary aim of the research, i.e., investigating the effect of psychological empowerment on brand equity and its hypotheses and results, in order to increase brand equity, employees' empowerment plans should be developed in such a way that they increase a sense of competency and by describing employees' responsibilities in detail as well as supporting and appreciating them (lead to employees' empowerment), the organizational learning should be provided. Holding case study meetings to increase the ability to make decision, analyze, and meditate in the form of educational and rehabilitation workshops before entering the organization is also recommended. Moreover, employees' empowerment obstacles in the organization should be identified and removed. Holding seminars, conferences, and meetings regularly on empowerment and reporting their results to policymakers is helpful as well. Furthermore, meritocracy in recruitment, promotion, etc. should be performed. It is also recommended that employees should be able to express their opinions and recommendations even if they are not accepted so that employees believe that their opinions or recommendations are applied to the strategic and operational decisions of the organization even if they are not used at that moment. Finally, in order to build a sense of trust between colleagues and create a positive mental atmosphere, internal information and news should be spread transparently so that this information flow prepares the ground for further cooperation within the organization.
